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Good morning, I am Judge Jessop, a grasslands producer from Presho, South Dakota. My wife,
Lisa, and I raise our two children, cow-calf pairs and some yearlings on 1,400 acres of leased
private land in south central South Dakota. We are fortunate to live close to my parents and
brothers so that I can help one of my brothers custom graze 2,500 yearlings on 5,500 acres.

In addition to our cow-calf production, I am also a technical consultant to other grasslands
producers. The first thing I do when I arrive at a producer’s place is to ask “What are your goals,
where do you want to be, and what are you willing to change?”” Ninety percent of the time they
ask for technical assistance both for production and environmental benefits; cost-share is
secondary to their need for information. These days, they want water development and then
grazing techniques to improve production and grass quality.

I understand where they are coming from. When I first started participating in USDA
conservation programs, I had already decided I wanted to improve my grazing management and
had started fencing on my own but I needed help with water. I sat down with the NRCS staff to
learn about my options. When I went into the office I was not thinking about which cost-share
program to sign up for but more for the advice they could offer. Today, I am involved in an EQIP
contract, a CRP contract and a GRP contract, so I think I understand the conservation programs.

I’ve found these conservation programs help improve my production about twenty percent. They
also help my landlord and me manage our risk. The financial incentives help me make my
annual payments. In years like this when it is droughty, it also helps because we know there is a
safety net there when de-stocking is our only option. I am able to keep my cattle longer because I
have reliable water sources and my grass is healthier and able to last longer than if I did not have
a grazing plan. If this was a shorter drought, I could outlast it through what I’ve implemented. I
know I’'m not the only producer who has learned this. Because USDA provided technical
assistance the past sixty years, we are not in a dust bowl during this drought.

The Grasslands Reserve Program (or GRP) could be a great program if properly funded and
authorized. In the three years South Dakota was able to offer the program, I know there were
over 1,200 applications and the NRCS was able to fund only 20 to 25 of them. The interest is
there and they are from good applicants who could really use the program. I enrolled 350 acres in
Lyman County for GRP which pays about $10 per acre.

One thousand acres of my operation are enrolled at about $30 per acre in the Conservation
Reserve Program. They are due to expire in 2007 but were extended to 2010. When it does
expire, my landlord and I would like to keep the land in grass. Economic conditions will



determine if I have to break it again. We would be interested in enrolling it in the GRP if that
program was available for expiring CRP.

Since my EQIP contract started in 2003, I’ve installed pipeline and cross-fencing, all to improve
my grazing management and protect the land. In addition to our improved grass and livestock
production, we are seeing more wildlife, including pheasants and a doe and fawn who have
moved onto our property.

As I’ve stated before, the cost-share and financial incentives help but I find most producers think
the technical assistance is the most help. They realize they need to take “baby steps” as they work
up to implementing their grazing management system and the financial assistance comes next.
Through my consultant work, I help organize educational opportunities for producers to learn
more about proper grassland management techniques. South Dakota NRCS, US Fish & Wildlife
Service and South Dakota Department of Game, Fish & Parks strongly support our efforts to find
out what works in different parts of the state and maybe I or another producer can use that
information or share it with someone else.

It doesn’t make sense to me that we have some conservation programs established and
“conservation” is supposed to be an important feature of the Farm Bill, but we have commodity
programs that encourage record sod busting in parts of the state. I encourage you to look at US
Fish & Wildlife Service’s “thunderstorm” map of north central South Dakota to see the
grasslands being broken in the heart of our prairie pothole region - all to receive commodity
payments and LDPs. Fifty-six thousand acres of grass have been converted to cropland in a five
county area. Maybe if USDA were able to expand programs like the GRP, then producers would
not feel forced to give up their grass. Our local bankers and loan officers influence our
conservation program choices and livestock doesn’t benefit under commodity programs.

Thank you for this opportunity to appear before your subcommittee. While there are some
problems, we have some good programs in place and I encourage you to keep that in mind as you
build the next Farm Bill. It’s important we all recognize that what happens here on the land will
affect those downstream and those who eat, wear, and consume what we produce. I want the
opportunity for my children to be able to continue our family’s legacy. Like most producers, I
want the land to be better than when I received it.
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